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In preparing this discourse I had so constantly in mind that 
true servant of Christ, my Father—whose hatred of slavery of 
the person was exceeded only by his abhorrence of the slavery 
of the mind and heart, and whose last publication was a protest 
against these doctrines of the Confession of Faith which it is 
now proposed to expunge—that I cannot resist the impulse to 


associate these pages with his revered name. 


J.M. 


Dogmatic Reform in the Presbyterian 
Church. 


[ I take as my text a highly characteristic passage from the Old Testament, 
which justly conveys the view of the divine character which prevailed among 
the Hebrews from very early times throughout their history. It is a part of the 
traditional account of the giving of the Ten Commandments, ] 


Text—ELxodus xxxtv, ©, 7. 


“The Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious, long-suffering and abundant 
in goodness and truth; keeping mercy for thousands; forgiving iniquity and trans- 
gression and sin, and that will by no means clear the guilty; visiting the iniquity 
of the fathers upon the children and upon the children’s children unto the third 
and to the fourth generation.” 


The movement within the great Presbyterian Church for a 
revision of their dogmatic standard, is not and cannot be a merely 
domestic and private affair of their own. Their numbers, their 
social respectability, their high character as individuals, their 
power and influence as a sect, make any decided improvement 
of their doctrinal position a matter of deep concern to the 
whole community. 

It is for this reason that I propose now to consider it, to such 
purpose as may be practicable in a single sermon. While I 
shall speak in profound abhorrence of the body of doctrine 
known as Calvinism, in almost its entire extent, as a theologi- 
cal symbol the most retrograde among Christian creeds, and to 
which the annals of heathenism scarcely furnish a parallel for 
horror and for travesty of the divine character, I yet shall 
speak in highest respect for the members of the Calvinistic 
body, and in true sympathy for the millions born and educated 
into this terrible faith, for whom the light of the Sun of Truth 
has been so long obscured by clouds of false imaginings, gen- 


‘ 
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erated in gross and superstitious ages. I zty, from the bottom 
of my heart, that great communion of Christians, those grave 
and earnest doctors of divinity, the well-meaning, honest, de- 
voted, pious defenders of such degrading views of our own 
nature and such cruel,—I must say blasphemous—representa- 
tions of our God. Their mental inheritance has been an awful 


one. That men so sincere, so upright, so able, so intelligent 


in all other concerns, should be immeshed in error so gross, so 
palpable, is the subject of truest commiseration. But had we 
been reared as they, most of us would have been involved in 
these same dread: conceptions. In judging them, in our sur- 
prise that this great body of intelligent people do not, looking 
at their awful and absurd theology with open vision, abjure it 
and cast it out altogether, in the name of a loving, fatherly 
God, in the name of Jesus who preached such a God, I say, 
when we wonder at their passive endurance or active uphold- 
ing of such horrible views, we must—taking a lesson from such 
facts— make vast and sympathetic allowance for all the effects of 
tradition, of social relations, of fundamental ideas fixed in early 
life by assiduous instruction. Those of us who have had the 
priceless advantage of beng reared under liberal religious in- 
fluences, can perhaps hardly estimate these effects. There are 
probably some here present who have known and can bear 
witness to them. 

But what zs this great creed, which so many millions of 
Christians have so long endured, and even gloried in? I will 
state itas compendiously as I can, making my extracts from the 
“ Confession of Faith,” drawn up by the Assembly of Divines 
which sat from 1643 to 1652 at Westminster in England, which 
standard was adopted by the Presbyterian Church of America 
in 1788, and which remains, as to religious doctrine, absolutely 
unchanged to the present day.* 


*I use a copy purchased from the Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1334 
Chestnut Street. : 

The Confession is, beyond dispute, one of the ablest, most careful and exhaus- 
tive theological formularies ever composed. In form it is a model of such a doc- 
ument. In style it has the terse and forcible qualities of the English of the six- 
teenth century. It originated in an attempt to reform the thirty-nine Articles of 
the Church of England. This was abandoned when about half, in number, of 
the articles had been considered, and a symbol, new throughout, was prepared. 

No doctrinal modifications have ever been made in the Confession. The only 
alterations have been in the sections referring to the relation of Church and State, 
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After an elaborate declaration of the authority of the Bible 
as “the word of God written,’ and as containing ‘“ the whole 
counsel of God concerning all things necessary for his own 
glory and man’s salvation, faith and life,”’»the first theological 
statement is a description of Deity in language most apt and 
impressive, chiefly Scriptural, and to which no present objec- 
tion need be offered save as it closes with an affirmation, in the 
ordinary, (but necessarily mww-scriptural ) terms, of the impos- 
ing but absurd doctrine of the Trinity. 

The peculiarities of the Calvinistic system appear in the 
succeeding chapters, the substance of which I will extract and 
read in the exact words of the Confession. 

Cuap. III, Sect. I. 

“Gop from all eternity did by the most wise and holy coun- 
sel of his own free will, freely and unchangeably ordain what- 
OVENEIE (GOSINES HO ORISSs SR a 


Cuap. II], Secr. III—VII. 


‘TIT. By the decree of God for the manifestation of his glory, 
some men and angels are predestinated unto everlasting life, 
and others fore-ordained to everlasting death. 


(Chap. XX, 4; XXIII, 3; XXXI, 1 and 2) in 1788, the year in which the 
Constitution of the United States was adopted; and, by the Northern General 
Assembly, in the section relating to marriage (Chap. XXXIV, 4 )removing the 
prohibition of marrying a deceased wife’s sister, in 1888. The proof-texts, the 
most essential part of the work and yet, it would seem, the only part in which 
it was less carefully done, were revised in 1792 and are at present undergoing 
another revision. 

The doctrines it is now proposed to expunge from the Confession have long 
ago been abandoned hy aJl the Reformed Churches on the Continent of Europe. 
The English Presbyterian Church has formulated, in an admirable document, a 
wholly new Confession, which is now before the Church and which, it is expected, 
will be adopted the present year. The Established Church of Scotland, at her 
last General Assembly, broadened the terms of subscription, as she cannot alter 
her Confession except by Act of Parliament. The Free Kirk has resolved upon 
revision, and its committee is at present at work upon it. The United Presby- 
terian Church adopted in 1879 a [Declaratory Statement, embodying some im- 
portant modifications in the Confession. 

[See, on these and similar points, the valuable work of Rey. Philip Schaff, 
D.D., L.L.D., professor of Church History in the Union Theological Seminary, 
on “Creed Revision.”? For the demands of the revisionists see, also, «Whither 2” 
by Rev. Charles A. Briggs, D.D., professor of Hebrew, etc., in the same insti- 
tution; and Rev. Howard Crosby’s “ Good and Evil of Calvinism.” On the other 
side, see “ On the Revision of the Confession of Faith,” by Rev. Dr. Warfield, of 
Princeton, and for the progress of thought among the Presbyterians of Scotland 
the remarkable volume, “ Scotch Sermons,” published in' 1880, [Appleton & Co., ] 
a series of magnificent discourses, worthy of the hest days of the Scotch pulpit. ] 
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IV. These angels and men, thus predestinated and fore- 
ordained, are particularly and unchangeably designed; and 
their number is so certain and definite that it cannot be either 
increased or diminished. 

V. Those of mankind that are predestinated unto life, God, 
before the foundation of the world was laid, according to his 
eternal and immutable purpose, and the secret counsel and 
good pleasure of his will, hath chosen in Christ, unto everlast- 
ing glory, out of his mere free grace and love, without any fore- 
sight of faith or good works, or perseverance in either of them, 
or any other thing in the creature, as conditions, or causes mov- 
ing him thereunto; and all to the praise of his glorious grace. 

VI. As God hath appointed the elect unto glory, so hath he, 
by the eternal and most free purpose of his will, fore-ordained 
all the means thereunto. Wherefore they who are elected being 
fallen in Adam, are redeemed by Christ, are effectually called 
unto faith in Christ by his Spirit working in due season; are 
justified, adopted, sanctified, and kept by his power through 
faith unto salvation. Neither are any other redeemed by Christ, 
effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified, and saved, but 
the elect only. 

VII. The rest of mankind, God was pleased, according to the 
unsearchable counsel of his own will, whereby he extendeth or 
withholdeth mercy as he pleaseth, for the glory of his sovereign 
power over his creatures, to pass by, and to ordain them to 
dishonor and wrath for their sin, to the praise of his glorious 
justice.” 


Guar: V | SECTA1V. 


“TV. The almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and infinite 
goodness of God, so far manifest themselves in his providence, 
that it extendeth itself even to the first fall, and all other sins of 
angels and men, and that not by a bare permission, but such as 
hath joined with it a most wise and powerful bounding, and 
otherwise ordering and governing of them, in a manifold dis- 
pensation, to his own holy ends; yet so,as the sinfulness thereof 
proceedeth only from the creature, and not from God; who 
being most holy and righteous, neither is, nor can be the author 
or approver of.sin.” 
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Cuap. VI, Secr. I—IV. 


«Qor first parents, being seduced by the subtility and tempta- 
tion of Satan, sinned in eating the forbidden fruit. This their 
sin God was pleased, according to his wise and holy counsel, to 
permit, having purposed to order it to his own glory. 

II. By this sin they fell from their original righteousness, and 
communion with God, and so became dead in sin, and wholly 
defiled in all the faculties and parts of soul and body. 

III. They being the root of all mankind, the guilt of this sin 
was imputed, and the same death in sin and corrupted nature 
conveyed to all their posterity, descending from them by ordi- 
nary generation. 

IV. From this original corruption, whereby we are utterly 
indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and wholly 
inclined to all evil, do proceed all actual transgressions.” 


Cuap. VIII, Srcr. VI, VI. 


“Ir pleased God, in his eternal purpose, to choose and ordain 
the Lord Jesus, his only peso Son, to be the mediator be- 
tween God and man, * (oases unto whom: he 
did, from all eternity, give a ceoate to be his seed, and to be by 
him in time redeemed, called, justified, sanctified ‘and glorified. 

IV. This office the Lord Jesus did most willingly undertake, 
which, that he might discharge, he was made under the law, 
and did perfectly fulfil it; endured most grevious torments im- 
mediately in his soul, and most painful sufferings in his body; 
was crucified and died; was buried, and remained under the 
power oi. death wvetisaw no conmpuon. wee tc Fey * 

V. The Lord Jesus, by his perfect obedience and sacrifice of 
himself, which he through the eternal Spirit once offered up 
unto. God, hath fully satisfied the justice of his Father; and 
purchased not only reconciliation, but an everlasting inheritance 
in the kingdom of heaven, for all those whom the Father hath 
given unto him.” 


CHAP EX, Seer lV 


“ All those whom God hath predestinated unto life, and those 
only, he is pleased, in his appointed and accepted time, effectu-. 
ally to call, by his word and Spirit, out of that state of sin and 
death, in which they are by nature, to grace and salvation by 
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Jesus Christ; enlightening their minds, spiritually and savingly, 
to understand the things of God, taking away their heart of 
stone, and giving unto them an heart of flesh; renewing their 
wills, and by his almighty power determining them to that 
which is good; and effectually drawing them to Jesus Christ ; 
yet so as they come most freely, being made willing by his 
grace. 3 
II. This effectual call is of God’s free and special ¢ ora 
not from anything at all foreseen in man, who is al 
passive therein, until, being quickened and renewed by t 
Spirit, he is thereby enabled to answer this call, and to 
the grace offered and conveyed in it. : 
III. Elect infants, dying in infancy, are regenerated an 
- by Christ through the Spirit, who worketh when, and w 
and how he pleaseth. So also are all other elect persc 
are incapable of being outwardly called by the ministr 
word. a 
IV. Others, not elected, although they may be callec 
ministry of the word, and may have some common op 
of the Spirit, yet they never truly come to Christ, and t 
fore cannot be saved: much less can men, not professin 
Christian religion, be saved in any other way whatso 
they never so ‘diligent to frame their lives according to” 
of nature, and the law of that religion they do profess 
assert and maintain that they may is very petnicias and 1 
detested.” 


This epitome gives the essence of the Calvinistic 
but as the formal words of such documents often pass a 
our minds and leave imperfect impression, let us state 
stance of Calvinism in our own words. It amounts to th 

God, being Almighty, and the Author of all things, b 
and events, by arbitrary will, decrees, and by his power, 
about all that comes to pass. . 

Calling into existence, annually, fom the beginning 
world, a ‘number of human souls which long ago was 
incalculable, a portion of these he arbitrarily sing] 
unutterable bliss. The rest of mankind he passes by, 
ordains them to dishonor and wrath, the eftects of 
the ablest interpreters of this creed have always — 
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them), will be inconceivable tortures, which when once they 
begin will go on, without abatement or assuagement, forever, 
and ever, and ever. And mark, this choice of the one or the 
other party to bliss or torment is not from any merit of the 
blest or demerit of the damned, but is purely a matter of God’s 
own free, almighty, arbitrary will. He might bless the damned 
and condemn the blest, if he chose. But He arbitrarily—it is 
not too much to say He capriciously—chooses to bless or curse 
either. The men are absolutely passive and helpless in the 
matter ; ‘helpless to resist or change their fate; helpless to re- 
form their characters. A sentence sums up the whole wierd, 
dreadful conception. An Almighty being is represented as 
calling into existence thousands of millions of sentient azzo-° 
mata, of whom for His own pleasure, He loads a portion with 
unmerited favors and unearned bliss; on the rest He inflicts 
miseries which it passes imagination to conceive. 

Could any representation be more grotesque or more horri- 

_ble? Could any be more irrational, more absurd? Could any 
well be more dlasphemous ? 

What is the wse, then, of being? What is the use to God, 

of men’s being? An answer is given, indeed—it is for God’s 
“glory.” Glory, indeed !—to design, and for ages to continue 
carrying out, a system of injustice and cruelty beside which 
the injustices of the most barbarous earthly tyrant who ever 
lived, the worst cruelties of the Spanish Inquisition, fade into 
insignificance! Nero, Commodus, Torquemada, Alva, the 
Marquis de Retz, were angels of mercy beside such a being! 
Human tyrants have, usually at least, alleged some wrong act, 
some offense to their dignity, as a reason for their cruelties. 
The Deity of this baleful creed expressly denies that there is 
any such justification of His! If to initiate and sustain such a 
system were “glory,” then let all honest hearts cry out for 
shame—for in such a creed the meaning of language has be- 
come absolutely inverted ! 
’ Consider it, in any practical illustration, such as believers 
have sometimes been consistent enough to accept,—and what 
misery they have suffered, in consequence! It has been said, 
truly, that this creed for generations hung a pall over New 
England. I have seen a woman bent down with agonizing 
horror, grieving for a relative she felt sure had no hope in the 
life to which he had gone. She was one of myriads ! 


IO 


When a little infant comes into one of your homes, how it is 
expected and attended—what care to shield it from harm, or 
pain, or grief! He who should hurt it, or by a wilful unkind- 
ness draw a tear from its tender eyes, we should call a monster. 
What name then have we for a being of whom it is asserted 
that, from no fault of its own, with no capacity for a fault, 
he would plunge that little innocent into remediless agonies, of 
which living fire is the only sufficient symbol, and this from 
mere choice, 7. ¢., caprice;—for His own “glory”! 

You have known men, whose lives have been one long drama 
of service, of kindness, of uprightness, of reverence and love 
for God, of busy love for men ;—think of such a one, the nearest 
to your heart, and say, by this creed there is nothing to assure 
you that the Deity will not, when these years of earth are done, 
respond to all this goodness and kindness and love with the 
same eternal miseries, beyond the power of thought to con- 
ceive ;—this for His own “ glory !” 

A man was toiling through the wilderness; parted from . 
companions; his way lost; food spent; water nowhere. His 
strength at last failed; he fell exhausted under the hot sun. 
But a kindly hand saved him; led him to shelter; fed him; 
gave him drink—and inasmuch as he did it to this one of 
Christ's brethren, did it unto him. But he was a savage, he 
had never heard of Christ ; in his wilderness-home might never 
hear the name of him astrain of whose truth he yet humbly 
practised. The story of his natural goodness would touch 
your heart or mine ;—would it touch the heart of Calvin’s God? 
Not so! not in the least! ‘Much less,’ says the Confession 
of Faith ;—less even than the non-elect of Christian lands, like 
that good man we last thought of; less than the worst Chris- 
tian sinners, it would seem ;—* Much less can men not pro- 
fessing the Christian religion be saved * * * be they never 
so diligent to frame their hves after the light of nature and 
the law of that religion they do profess: and to assert and 
maintain that they may is very pernicious and to be detested\” 
The gentlest savage of heathen lands; the noblest philosopher 
or patriot of Greece or Rome; the faithfullest Mussulman ; 
living, each, steadfastly by his highest light—is by this fabled 
Deity, (who first created him and then moulded all the cir- 
cumstances of his life), hated, spurned, detested forever! Do 
you wonder that good men in the churches about us are, at 
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last, beginning to revolt from the bondage of a creed which 
affirms such things of our Heavenly Father? Marvellous 
that they have slumbered so long! Listen, for a moment’s 
relief, to a different voice:—‘“dehold the fowls of the air, for 
they sow not, neither do they reap nor gather into barns: yet 
your Fleavenly Father feedeth them! Are ye not much better 
than they ?” 

It would, indeed, be incredible that any mind of man had 
invented such a theology or any heart of man consented to it, 
had we not the facts before us. All the traits of human nature; 
the power of tradition; the love of logic; the mental supine- 
ness which habit and education may induce; seem hardly 
enough to explain how the Calvinistic system could, even in 
its day, take root; still more, that it could survive, in its form 
totally unimpaired among us, down to this day! The icebergs 
which discharge themselves from polar glaciers melt as they 
float in the mild currents of the temperate seas. But this 
adamantine creed has resisted, till to-day, all the influences of 
advancing thought, of refining faith, of growing humanity, of 
ameliorated manners. 

Yet, let us carefully do justice to Calvinism as a religious 
organization and a community. By what seems, at first, a 
veritable paradox, the Calvinistic body has contained, in its 
different eras, especially in the Puritan period in England and 
America, some of the very noblest exponents of personal right- 
eousness ; men to whom conscience was a living force, the iron 
rule of their lives. In fact,a stern,—perhaps harsh,—rectitude 
has been the characteristic of this body of believers, and is such 
to-day. Our own religious lineage is through them, and from our 
Calvinistic ancestors we Unitarians actually inherit the ethical 
emphasis of our own religious faith. While, then, we condemn 
the creed, for the honor of God, in terms as strong as we can 
use, let us carefully guard the well-earned merit of those who have 
been, and are, its supporters. In the seven generations since 
the Westminster Assembly formulated the Confession of Faith, 
no element of the Protestant community, the world over, has 
contributed more largely to public morality and to the stability 
of society, than a great body of Christians whose professed 
view of Him whom Jesus presented to us-as the tenderest of 
parents, actually makes Him a demon, beside whom Baal and 
Molech are ministers of light! 
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And, in fact, these seemingly inconsistent facts of Calvinism, 
—a righteous community worshipping a Deity whose acts are 
satanic and whose theory of action abjures all morality,—may, 
in large measure, be accounted for. Almost every religion has 
laid-hold unequally upon the attributes of God, emphasizing 
those which each especially needed in its day. The necessities 
of the heart are the natural avenue of God’s revelation of Him- 
self. What aman xeeds in God, of that his mind especially 
lays hold. Speculatively, the great doctrinal change of the 
Protestant Reformation was from a sacramental to a moral 
view of men’s relation to Deity. As to the general features 
of the after life they were common to the notions of all parties 
in Christendom; a lurid hell, a glittering heaven awaited the 
different classes of men, beyond the Judgment Day, in the 
Catholic creed, as afterwards in the Protestant. Only the con- 
ditions of salvation were different. The doctrine of the Church 
was, (and is,) that men can be saved only by the use of her sac- 
raments ; and thus she crushed, daunted and controlled them. 
Luther’s recalcitration was in vindication of faith as the ground 
of justification with God; a doctrine easily abused, as it has 
been abused, and yet essentially moral and profoundly true. 
Only, even Luther, and all the Church since, has adulterated 
the idea of faith, with large infusions of the idea of delzef. 

But as Lutheranism was a revolt from the doctrine of a cor- 
rupt hierarchy, so the whole Reformation was really an upris- 
ing of the moral sense of a “remnant” of a corrupted society 
against the wickedness which had entrenched itself in the 
church, which had eaten out the heart of practical religion and 
established in its place an idolatrous system of ceremonies and 
sacraments. You know what the state of religion was, at the 
beginning of the sixteenth century, throughout the more 
highly civilized communities of Europe. As in Greece and 
Rome the Stoics, as in Asia the Buddhists and the Moham- 
medans, so in Europe the Reformers were men who, revolting 
from corruption in Church and State, fell back upon funda- 
mental religion, upon the moral law, and called all men to 
stand by them as they asserted its supreme obligation. 

But they needed a sanction for the Moral Law,—a con- 
vincing reason, that is, for admitting its sway over them. 
“ Why,’ men have asked, “ wy’ shall we ‘scorn delights and 
live laborious days’: why practice self-denying virtue, when 
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sense and pleasure are so attractive ?” To-day we can perhaps 
plead a sufficient reason and sanction in the nature of the in- 
dividual man. The world had that not in the days of Luther 
and Calvin. They could only say as Mohammed said,—“ God 
wills it, let him who would be saved obey!” So God’s will 
became the foundation-stone of the mighty moral-religious 
movement by which society was regenerated and even the 
Church so far reformed as to be able to survive. For a law of 
life, God’s will—not to be questioned, not to be tampered with; 
for endless superstitions, for boundless corruptions of faith and 
morals, stern unbending obedienée to conscience. 

But as the interpreter of the Moral Law, of God's will, they 
must needs have more than individual conscience. They 
must have a constitution, a charter. Of this, in the church, the 
Pope had been the embodiment, the decrees of Councils, the 
expression. Now Pope was disowned, for his manifold 
utter worldliness and wickedness; councils were discredited as 
conclaves of not only fallible, but corrupt men. One authority 
was at hand; to which even Pope and Church had professed a 
qualified loyalty. Zhe Azble became their rule of faith, and their 
rule of life, for these reformers and protestants. They took it 
for God’s actual written word, a verbal revelation. In their 
need of a headship to their movement—all human _ headship 
being discredited—this body of sacred Scripture became their 
constitution, their code of law. ,.They made it their guide of 
daily life, they sought in it their creed. 

But in the Bible, or elsewhere, men are apt to find what they 
seek. In this great vade-mecum, the compend of a diversified 
literature extending over two or three thousand years,: the 
record of a religion developing through long stages of growth, 
there was not wanting, at least in forms of expression, that 
moral sanction which they had adopted,—the arbitrary will of 
God. Hebraism, itself, had been in its origin something 
such an uprising of a community against ceremonial and supersti- 
tion reigning in a corrupted hierarchy and sensualized society. 
What lifted Hebraism above the religions by which, as it grew, 
it was surrounded, was its sora/ element. This made its God 
a ¢rue God and cast down Baal and Ashteroth and Chemosh 
before Him. 

But Hebraism’s sanction of morals was divine arbitrary will ; 
and, indeed, from the Old Testament the reformers took it. For 
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Luther,—still more for that mind of so much darker hue and 
sterner fibre, Calvin,—the Old Testament became a congenial 
arsenal of theology. Only mark,—Calvin and the reformers 
almost left out, (as witness this Confession of Faith,) that at- 
tribute by which, in Hebraism, the arbitrariness of the divine 
will was always qualified, —that is, rzghfeousness. 

But certain it is, also, that from the New Testament this 
creed took some features peculiarly definite. The Old Testa- 
ment supplies meagre and vague hints, only, of the character- 
istics of the future life, glad or sorrowful. By New Testament 
times, such conceptions, brought from the Orient by returning 
exiles, had become much more clear, and it is certain that they 
appear, even in the Gospels, as, for example, in the parable of the 
rich man and Lazarus, and the sheep and goats. Then the 
Pharisaic training of Paul had supplied the doctrine of predes- 
tination, which appears in his Epistles, and with it, also, the 
idea of bald arbitrary sovereignty in God. 

Thus the: elements of this creed are scattered in this vast 
mass of Hebrew and Christian literature. And yet, as some of our 
Presbyterian brethren have ably shown in this debate, the e7- 
phasis of them in the Scriptures is utterly misrepresented in the 
Confession of Faith. In Old Testament, or New, they are but 
traces; certainly, they are but of secondary importance and 
weight. What is characteristic is the Divine Righteousness, 
the Divine Justice, the Divine Love. In the Confession all 
these moral elements totally disappear, and only a God of 
arbitrary will and power remains. What the tenor of the 
Scriptures presents us is, a righteous God, holding his people 
to a strict law of obedience to Him dccause He is righteous 
and growing more and more, as centuries pass, a God of love, of 
tender mercy ; till His image culminates in perfect grace and 
beauty as it is drawn by the magic touch of Jesus in the 
lineaments of a Father, whose traits are those of gentleness and 
tenderness, whose justice almost disappears in His love. What 
the Confession presents us is an ogre, in whom not one feature 
of goodness or loveliness inheres; whose cruelties are not pun- 
ishments ; whose benefits are not rewards. For the ever open 
doors of the Kingdom of Heaven, which Jesus pictured, this 
creed offers us the prison-bars of an iron predestination, which 
the so-called “ Scheme of Redemption” does not mitigate in 
the least. 
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Yet, let us remember the demands of the age; the state of 
theology, which was as lurid among the Catholics as it became 
with the Protestants; the tremendous task the reformers had 
before them; their absolute need of a firm sanction of religion 
and morality ; and perhaps we can understand how this dread- 
ful creed could grow up. 

But how can men support it to-day ? Tradition ; custom ; the 
mental warpings of creed instruction ; the false use of the Bible 
as a verbal revelation, infallibly accurate; the lovely image of 
the Divine One hidden for so long,—rather never presented ; 
what these can do to men appears in this latest great debate 
among our Christian brethren. The reformers of the sixteenth 
century did the best they could with their light. Are our 
brethren doing their best with the light which is ours to-day ? 

At some of the reported utterances of the opponents of re- 
vision I shudder. One of the leaders solemnly declared that 
“God is under no obligation to save a single soul of man!’ a 
distinct denial of the essential righteousnesss of the Supreme 
Being, quite in harmony with the spirit and letter of the Con- 
fession of Faith. So can loyalty toa creed over-ride all the 
best instincts of the mind and degrade all its workings! 

I rejoice in the manly, deeply earnest protests of the revision- 
ists) Yet perhaps not all of these have awakened to the z/ole duty 
of the lover of truth: to that utter desire for truth which should 
lead them to explore the very foundation of their creed to see 
if these are sound, and sure, and sufficient. The whole struc- 
ture rests on a certain view of the Hebrew and Christian 
Scriptures from which careful and reverent Biblical science to- 
day widely dissents. /s ¢hzs veew true? ~ It includes a certain 
view of God's character, strongly at variance with the best in- 
stincts of our religious and moral nature, and with that most 
exquisite image of Him presented to us by Jesus ;—zs this view 
true? It includes a theory of human nature, against which 
self-consciousness and our moral sense protest ;—zs ¢his theory 
true? It has-a most discouraging theory of human life and 
destiny ;—2s this true ? 

At present, the disputants of both sides, almost all, unite in_ 
fervent protestations that they propose no modifications of es- 
sential Calvinism, but only reformation of some details of ex- 
pression in the Confession of Faith. But they cannot stop here ; 
—enquiry must go on, protest must go on. 
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For, my friends, the essence of this creed is the horrible 
thing; the false and baleful thing. The details are nothing 
compared to the foundation-principle out of which they grow. 
Election and reprobation, the damnation of infants and heathen, 
are logically and historically, only the results of a remorseless 
reasoning, the major-premiss of which was, all throughout, the 
assertion of God’s arbitrary will, independent of right, and 
bound by no obligation to His creatures, as the sole sanction of 
His conduct. Until ¢za¢ doctrine is purged away, the system 
remains essentially as bad as ever. Mere will is a non-moral 
attribute. If we refuse to ascribe to God ¢ruth, the various 
phases of which are rectitude and love,—we leave His image 
that of a monster, of whom anything can be predicated. This 
was the initial error of Calvinism, from which all the excesses 
of its doctrine have consistently flowed. 

But, let us notice, scarcely before this modern day could the 
sounder view of Deity have been developed. It is the fact that 
only in this day is the nature of 77uth really becoming visible, 
as better and better men see it in that-great revelation of Him- 
self which God has given us in Nature. As the pervading 
principle expressing itself in nature and in our own lives, 
whereby all things cohere in a system all whose tendencies are 
right and for the welfare of all,—as such, our predecessors had 
no idea of truth. Some gleams of it the ancients had had— 
especially those Stoics—but it was profoundly obscured in 
Christian times and was never less accessible than in the six- 
teenth century. It is the function of science, of infinite value 
and importance, to restore it to the world of to-day, revealing 
the marvelous wzzty of creation, whereby the vast multitude 
of natural facts compose a wmniverse whose law must needs 
be truth. Those who do not see that science is the hand- 
maid of religion, do not catch the syllables of this majestic 
revelation, which she is to-day conveying to the world. Zhe 
universe the expression of truth is her evangel. There can 
be no more comprehensive revelation. Truth is absolute right 
and goodness in every detail of constitution and adjustment. 
The declaration of Calvinism is “the universe the expres- 
sion of arbitrary will,” and how right and goodness may be 
omitted from such a faith, the creed of Calvinism, the Presby- 
terian Confession, will illustrate in a ghastly fashion, even 
should all the demands of the present reformers be conceded. 
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And yet, let us rejoice, these demands do cover the most 
revolting details of the system, and what is more, they imply 
a principle which can only be pressed to a result, with the 
logic which has always characterized Calvinism, to reform the 
whole. 

They principally include the expunging of the following 
points :— f 


First. The doctrine of reprobation or preterition; that is, 
of the inference from the doctrine of election that those not 
chosen will be condemned to eternal torments, or left to them. 
[Chap. III, Sect. VII.] 

Second. The damnation of non-elect infants ;—a branch of 
the doctrine of reprobation. [Chap. X, Sect. III.] 

Third. The damnation of the heathen. [Chap. X, Sec. IV.] 


Fourth. The declaration that the Pope is the antichrist. 
[Chap. XXV, Sect. VI.] 

Fifth. The derogatory references to the Roman Catholic 
doctrine and practice of the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, 
as “abominably injurious to Christ’s one only sacrifice,’ and 
the cause of superstitions and “gross idolatries” [Chap. XXIX, 
See. TL IV; VI.) 

Other and more radical changes are urged by some of the 
revisionists, touching the whole doctrine of predestination and 
even that of original sin. But the above are those in which all 
the reformers appear to unite. 

It is also demanded that the Confession shall contain an 
adequate presentation of the love of God, which will be, indeed, 
like a gleam of sunshine piercing the gloom of a life-long pris- 
oner’s dungeon. 

Certainly, make these alterations, and on the surface the 
system will look a good deal fairer. 

Yet, you must observe, the expunging from the letter of the 
. Confession of the chiefly objectionable points, will ot at all 
remove them from its substance. They are, as I have said, 
correct, logical inferences from the doctrine of glection. As 
such, they have been accepted by thousands of honest minds 
to whom—as even to Calvin himself—they were the source of 
deep distress. To remove the statement of them is only an 
ostrich-policy which shall hide away what men cannot bear to 
see. 
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And yet the principles on which the reforms are urged are 
such as actually discredit and will certainly undermine the 
whole structure. 

It is certainly a joy to see these changes demanded. It 
shows that the spirit of truth has begun to work, and let us 
hope that it will lead our brethren into all truth. It shows 
that the principle of love has begun to work where once it 
seemed wholly absent. The pity for those poor, non-elect 
infants, condemned to eternal tortures by the mere fiat of their 
remorseless Maker, will extend, also, to the non-elect adults,— 
as helpless, as infantile before Him ; as innocent in the light of 
this dreadful creed (since character and conduct have utterly 
no influence in determining their lot)—and, if the distinction 
of infant and adult is maintained in Hell, capable of still intenser 
sufferings ! 

We can but rejoice in this movement among our brethren, 
my friends, because it is unquestionably the beginning of the 
end; the beginning of the end of a great, false, awful system 
which has brooded, utterly undisturbed hitherto, like a pestilen- 
tial fog over the hearts of men for over three centuries, obscur- 
ing the countenance of God and saddening and hardening the 
hearts of men. For many years, the spreading disbelief in ele- 
ments of it has been a well-known fact in every community. 
At length, this discontent has formulated itself in a protest so 
effective as to promise, not, I fear, immediate reform, but a 
painful division, so often the only alternative of reformation. 

But what is most remarkable and important is this—which 
has been generally assumed by both parties, so far as I can 
judge from published reports, and, certainly, which underlies 
the reform movement,—the wholly new and modern view of 
what a church creed zs. Hitherto, in all the great branches of 
the Church, it has been assumed that a creed is a statement of 
the absolute truth, an echo of the word of God Himself, which 
not to accept is infidelity worthy of. eternal reprobation and 
punishment. 

The truer view, tacitly admitted on both sides in these 
momentous debates, makes the Confession of Faith simply the 
statement of the opinions of the majority of Presbyterians in 
the seventeenth century, when it was framed at Westminster, 
and in 1788, when it was adopted by the Presbyterians of 
America, And it assumes, (what is most true,) that the Pres- 
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byterians of to-day have as much right, therefore as much wis- 
dom, to formulate their creed, as had their elders of a century, 
or two or three centuries ago. Here is almost an implication 
of the principle of freedom of thought in religion ! 

This is the most important issue of this present movement, 
so far, for it is fundamental. When this assertion of the right 
of each generation to shape its own creed is established, then 
the pathway to complete purification and renovation of this 
dreadful system of dogma will be open, and God, who is the 
Spirit of Truth, will take care of the rest. 

And what, first, our brethren will come to see, and that soon, 
I believe, is this: that their system of belief has zor that 
foundation in Scripture which was assumed for it. Their hor- 
rible views of God, and of human destiny are oZ, in a proper 
sense, taught either by New Testament or Old. Only by an 
abuse of either can they be upheld from Scripture. The method 
of that abuse is especially by what are called proof-texts—the 
culling of expressions, here and there, from different parts of 
these Bible documents, which isolated from the general tenor, 
uncorrected by comparisons with the main teachings of the 
Bible, may be made to support almost any view of any 
subject. 

This method assumes, most falsely, the equal value of all 
portions of the Bible. It puts the despairing ejacuiations 
of Job, the skeptical utterances of Ecclesiastes, the worldly 
wisdom of the Proverbs, and the fantastic imaginings of the 
Revelation, on a par with the loftiest religious and moral ut- 
terances of Isaiah, Paul and even Jesus himself. It ignores all 
that the most careful and thorough science, historic and literary, 
has taught us about the Bible; ignores the widely different 
periods and conditions of the authorship of the various works ; 
ignores the palpably different moral quality of various portions 
of the Scriptures. 

Thus undiscriminatingly used, the Bible may, I repeat, be 
made / seem to sanction almost anything. It has been made 
to sanction alike the horrors of medizeval persecution and the 
injustices of American slavery. And it has been made to sanc- 
tion the Calvinistic creed. 

Yet even so, it does this, as I imply, only in seeming. The 
proof-texts quoted by no means fairly express or imply what they 
are adduced in the Confession to prove, in vastly the larger 
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proportion of cases. What Archbishop Whateley calls ‘the 
fallacy of references,” by which alleged authorities, really in- 
sufficient, overbear and mislead the incautious reader, runs all 
through them. For illustration, examine for yourselves only 
the texts quoted as teaching the doctrine of the Trinity [ Chap. 
II Sect.III.] Only one of them at all implies it, and that[I John, 
V. 7,] is spurious, (as Luther confessed and Calvin half admitt- 
ed) and has been expunged from the New Version. I think 
that in nine-tenths of the cases the fact is about the same. 

The just and true use of the Bible is not to study its isolated . 
passages, and detached sentences, or to be governed conclusively 
by the varying phases of thought, faith and feeling which its 
different portions reveal; but to consider and weigh its general 
tenor, the sum and drift of its teaching; the ultimate lesson of 
it; the essence of the religion which in its older, or its later 
period of development was reflected in it. So used, and, most 
distinctly, the unity of even the Old Testament is wholly against 
such a view of God as Calvinism presents. While the admit- 
ted sanction of the moral law was certainly, in Old Testament 
times, the sovereign will of God, the consistent application and 
use of that idea which pervade the Old Testament were utterly 
and diametrically opposed to such inferences as thé Protestant 
mind of the sixteenth century and the framers of the’ West- 
minster Confession, with remorseless but unsound logic —omit- 
ting to note the altogether humane and moral tenor of the Old 
Testament,—drew from it. 

With the-Hebrews, the will of God was and has been, pre- 
eminently a righteous will. While Jehovah was supreme, and 
His will law for all flesh, His nature was absolutely righteous, 
just and merciful. It was law for man decause it was itself per- 
meated with the moralidea. Not but that things were ascribed 
to Jehovah which justly offend our developed moral sense to- 
day. Still the Hebrew people held to their belief in His ab- 
solute righteousness as a necessary element in Godhead. A God 
who should not have been righteous would have been a mon- 
strosity and an utter offense to them, from Moses to Samuel, 
from Samuel to Isaiah, and from Isaiah to Paul. 

And forever, the law of His dealings with his His people 
was founded upon morality. Calvinism makes it utter caprice. 
God “elects” to bless whom He will; he “ passes by’ or con- 
demns to pitiless torture, whom He will. Not so the Hebrew 
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Jehovah. With him, the only path to favor was obedi- 
ence, and that was absolutely swve. The only groundof penalty 
was disobedience Nothing but that could possibly forfeit his 
favor or deprive the man of his reward. And if morality was 
identined with obedience, so the assumption was constant that 
the will of Jehovah was strictly governed by rectitude. Events 
he swayed, with, as it might seem to man, an arbitrary might ; 
but ever without a righteous motive and a righteous principle. 

While from earliest days, and growing fairer and fairer, the 
countenance of Hebrew Deity glows benignant with mercy, 
compassion, loving kindness. 

To maintain that the Calvinistic creed justly reflects the. re- 
ligion of the Old Testament, is, then, a profound perversion of 
fact. This is what the revisionists have come to see, and what 
to their honor, they are manfully confessing. 

And equally is Calvinism a profound perversion of the essen- 
tial religion of the New Testament. 

Where are we to find that religion? In some isolated 
expressions of recondite speculation by Paul, relics of his 
Pharisaic training, or in the Sermon on the Mount? What that 
teaches, what Jesus everywhere teaches, of the character of 
God, who does not know? And if it be true, as it appears to 
be, that. Jesus adopted the ideas of judgment and of the modes 
of future penalty which had become current in his day, yet 
observe clearly that fhe conditions of future retribution were 
moral. The sufferings of the lost, if extreme, were penalty, 
and the penalty of wickedness—the retribution of lives settled 
in avarice, cruelty and hardness of heart. It never entered the 
mind of any writer from Genesis to Revelation (least of all, of 
Jesus) to represent them as the wanton inflictions of Divine 
caprice, visiting alike the innocent and the guilty, the helpless 
heathen and the tender babe. 

But, friends, I must add briefly-what is indispensable, yet can- 
not now be elaborated—such a creed not merely travesties the 
Scriptures but, especially, it shows the baleful result of a totally 
false view of them. 

When a man assumes that anything can be, for him, an au- 
thority superior to his own clear sense of right and truth, then 
conscience and the moral sense are abrogated, are rendered 
nugatory,; the fountain of right judgment ts defiled or sealed. 

The radical evil in this present case, out of which it has 
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been possible that all others should flow, has been the fun- 
damental assumption of Protestantism—that, in the Bible, we 
have an infallible verbal revelation of the Divine thought and 
will. 

Assume this, admit this, and,—-since the diction of the sup- 
posed revelation is to be zzterpreted by, or for, the individual,— 
for conscience, the moral sense, faith, are substituted the intel- 
lect and the logic of fallible, often prejudiced and partizan 
minds. The practical result is that to the low, imperfect views, 
the narrow, faulty judgments, of a particular period is given 
the awful sanction of divine authority, and God’s true spiritual 
revelation is thenceforth hidden from men’s minds behind an 
impenetrable wall of dogma. : 

In this way, you may get creeds like those of Christendom, 
fetters on real thought and true faith, in many respects as un- 
like the Bible-doctrine as darkness to light, yet enjoying the 
authority mistakenly claimed for the Scriptures, and standing, 
while they stand—and alas, how long that may be !—barriers 
thick and lofty between the soul and truth. 

Never, my friends, never, until the conception of the Bible 
as a verbal revelation is wholly done away, can’ the people of 
Christendom enter fully into the joy of true religion, or into a 
real understanding of the riches of truth which the Scriptures 
actually contain, but which a false view and false use of them 
now bury out of sight. 
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